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Abstract 
The current study discusses the difficulties of interviewing young children and investigates whether illustrations – compared 
to verbal presentation – facilitate interviewing young children. Seventy 4-year-old children were interviewed with two of 
Piaget’s (Piaget, 1997) moral paired stories. The stories were presented along with illustrations for the experimental group but 
verbally for the control group. The results showed that illustrations significantly improved the reliability of the interview by 
removing poor responses and facilitated intentional judgments of young children. In addition, subjects of the experimental 
group were more actively engaged and made significantly fewer errors. Clearly, illustrations facilitate interviewing young 
children by grabbing their attention and improving their active participation in the interview. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Odabaşı 
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1. Introduction 
The interview is defined as a purposeful verbal exchange where the interviewer attempts to capture and 
describe the subjective experiences of the interviewee (Kvale, 1996; Schwandt, 2001). Subjective experiences of 
an informant include beliefs, attitudes, wishes, perceptions, and feelings that illustrate the informant’s subjective 
life (Parker, 1984). The validity of the interview is bound to the ability of capturing informant’s perspectives 
(Hatch, 1990) and thus, when the informant is a young child with limited language skills, the verbal interview is 
less reliable.   
Because of difficulties of interviewing children, researchers have relied on observation or children’s parents 
and caregivers for collecting data. As a result, children’s voice has been deducted from child studies (Woodgate, 
2001). However, other methods of data collection might not reflect children’s perspectives correctly because the 
way children make sense of their behavior, thought, events, and surrounding is not easily observable (Irwin & 
Johnson, 2005). The new child studies emphasize that children actively engage in creating their social world and 
consequently, their voices must be taken into account. Research has revealed that children -as young as 4 years- 
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can articulate important opinions about their social context and daily life experiences, which might not be easily 
reflected in their parents’ views (Coles, 1986). But yet, it seems that complicated practical challenges of 
interviewing young children have not been discussed enough and there is a demand for more applicable 
techniques to ease interviewing young children (Irwin & Johnson, 2005). 
In the current article we aim to discuss if illustrations provide a solution to difficulties of interviewing young 
children. We will test this hypothesis on 4-year-old children, using Piaget’s moral development study. Can we 
gain more intentional judgments by using illustrations in the interview? We first review Piaget’s view on moral 
development.  
 
1.1 Piaget’s theory of moral development 
Jean Piaget (Piaget, 1997) shed some light on the development of moral reasoning in children. He interviewed 
children of different ages to characterize the conception of rules and morals from children’s point of view. His 
model considers two successive stages for child moral development, moving from egocentrism -concerning the 
consequences for the self- toward socio-centrism that involves taking other’s interests and points of view into 
consideration. In the first stage called “moral realism”, an action is judged according to its objective 
consequence. Piaget found that children under the age of 9-10 years have little preference for taking the motives 
of others into account and are more likely to reason based on the consequences of an action. In the second stage 
known as “moral relativity” or “moral autonomy”, children judge the action in terms of the subjective intent of 
the actor.  
The stories Piaget used in his study were designed to conflict intentions of the protagonists with the 
consequences of their actions. However, Piaget’s stories were criticized on many grounds. First, they were 
considered to be out of context and tricky because of implicit intentions of the characters that could convey a 
different meaning to children compared to adults (Donaldson, 1978). In addition, it has been noted that 
responding to paired stories demands cognitive abilities such as recalling and abstractly comparing the details of 
the two hypothetical situations. Chandler, Greenspan, and Barenboim’s (Chandler, Greenspan, & Barenboim, 
1973) research demonstrated that with the aid of videotaped stories, 7 years-old children could make intentional 
judgments, whereas verbal forms of story presentation yielded more consequential judgments, and concluded that 
verbal modalities are not the appropriate way for evaluating children’s judgments. Similar research findings were 
reported that children as young as 3 year-old can consider motives in their judgments if intentions are presented 
explicitly and without confusing consequences (Elkind & Dabek, 1977; Nelson, 1980). Recently, Vaish et al., 
(Vaish, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2010) also found that 3 year old children do take motives into account. 
The point that we aim to highlight in the current article is that almost all of these findings that consider higher 
judgment abilities for children are resulted from considering simpler criteria or more efficient methods such as 
avoiding tricky questions, paired narratives, and providing more concrete materials for younger children (!!! 
INVALID CITATION !!!). These critics demonstrate that verbal interview might overlook young preschoolers’ 
abilities. But the question is how we can take advantage of concrete materials in order to facilitate interviewing 
children. We will address this question throughout the paper.   
 
1.2 Problems of interviewing children 
As it was noted at the outset of the paper, the validity of interview is bound to the verbal communication. 
Therefore, the poorer the quality of verbal interaction between the interviewer and the child, the more unreliable 
and invalid the results will be. Accordingly, interviewing young children that have limited verbal abilities for 
talking about their own perspectives and thoughts has always been an issue of concern. Interviewing young 
children is challenging in many ways. For instance, research has shown that young children are highly 
suggestible (Moston, 1987) and difficult to be approached by an adult stranger (Parker, 1984). Hatch (Hatch, 
1990) counts four major problems in interviewing very young children. The first problem is the “Adult-Child 
problem” that emerges from the nature of adult-child relationship, making both interviewer and informant to have 
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different culturally defined roles and expectations towards each other. Such predefined expectation make it 
harder for the interviewer to “build more equal role relationships and to avoid giving children any sense that their 
superior adult status is being used (p.255).” similarly, Punch (Punch, 2002) remarks that the reason why building 
rapport with children differs from adults rests on “adult fears of being patronizing, not behaving appropriately 
and not finding common ground where rapport can be developed (p. 9).” Moreover, Hatch indicates that children 
develop firmed perceptions of the way they should deal with adults that makes them concerned about having 
appropriate behavior.  
The next difficulty in interviewing young children is “the right answer problem”. Children usually think there 
is a right answer to the questions the interviewer is asking and their task is to guess the responses that the 
interviewer wish to hear. For instance, the young child might stare at the interviewer’s face to find out if the 
interviewer is happy or satisfied by his responses. Such a belief makes the child not to express his perspective 
freely and instead, to reflect what he thinks to be the appropriate answer. As such, the young child pictures the 
adult interviewer as someone who should approve every single word he is saying. Therefore, a tiny extra 
feedback from the interviewer makes the child to follow what he believes to interest the interviewer than what he 
himself believes. This problem might be more expected among school children (Punch, 2002). 
The third common difficulty in interviewing younger children is “the Pre-Operational thought problem” that 
pertains to limited cognitive abilities of 2-7 year old children. Jean Piaget (Piaget, 1997) counts many 
characteristics for pre-operational thought such as ego-centrism and lack of abstract thinking that makes the child 
not to be able to understand other people’s point of view or formulate a multi-faceted reason. The fourth 
difficulty that Hatch (Hatch, 1990) addresses, is the “Self-As-Social-Object problem” that underscores children’s 
belief in which they can be the objects of their own actions e. g. they can take somebody’s role and act toward 
themselves. As a result of ego-centrism, young children have poor ability for looking at themselves from outside 
and reflect on their feelings, motives, and thoughts.  
 
1.3 Using illustrations in interviewing children 
A large body of research has demonstrated that illustrations grab children’s attention and boost their memory, 
and comprehension. Different reasons are pointed out to explain how illustrations come to play a critical role in 
learning. Some explanations focus on aesthetic, retentive, and motivational facets of illustrations and emphasize 
that illustrations grab attention. Further, it makes learners of all ages to involve in the content and through this 
engagement, learners will be able to learn and remember better (Brookshire, Scharff, & Laurie, 2002; Fang, 
1996). A different explanation suggested by dual-code theory (DCT) separates verbal and nonverbal (or imagery) 
representations and states that integrating these representations improves comprehension. Cognitive theory also 
remarks that integrating audio-visual information boosts attention and comprehension of verbal concepts (Frostig 
& Maslow, 1979) and suggests it especially for 6 to 11-year-old children that are cognitively immature and 
unable of abstract digestion of concepts (Valla, Bergeron, & Smolla, 2000). Another proposition is mental model 
theory that asserts illustration provides a mental model for learners, allowing them to understand the text better 
and remember it for a longer period of time (Glenberg & Langston, 1992; Gyselinck & Tardieu, 1994). Other 
scholars have considered a combination of all of these theories to explain how illustrations influence learning 
(Fang, 1996; Peeck, 1993). Irrespective of the model behind, there is unison belief that visual aids help young 
children. 
These studies have three main purposes in common: 1) how to make more interesting, comprehensible, and 
memorable lessons, 2) how to utilize text books, lectures, and web pages for school children and adults, and 3) 
specifying “when”, “where”, “to what extent”, and “for whom” adding pictures can be useful. As a result, our 
knowledge is limited that under what conditions illustrations influence younger children. There are, however, few 
empirical studies carried out to explore the influence of illustration on young children’s comprehension and 
memory. For instance, Kee, Bell and Davis (1981) found that combined and verbal presentation modality 
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improves memory recall and recognition performance of the kindergarteners compared to solely verbal mode of 
presentation. Similarly, Peracchio (1993) asserted that compared to audio (verbal) modality, audiovisual 
presentation fits processing skills of young children (kindergarteners) better and improve their learning. 
But yet, we lack the information that “to what extent” and “how” illustration and visual presentation modality 
influence preschoolers' comprehension and memorization of stories, and also if there is any difference between 
these two modalities. Furthermore, the benefits of dual representation modality are questioned for young children 
due to children’s limited cognitive skills and working memory which are needed for encoding and combining 
audio and visual information (Greenhoot & Semb, 2008; Mayer & Moreno, 1998). 
 
1.4 The aim of the study 
As reviewed, it seems difficult to make a feasible prediction regarding the influence of illustrations on very 
young children. In the current study, we attempted to explore to what extent illustrations can improve the 
interview. We assumed that illustrations can help to eliminate general difficulties of interviewing children by 
capturing young children’s attention, motivating them to point out their opinion, and building a richer rapport.  
In order to examine the impact of illustrations on young children’s interview, we adopted Jean Piaget’s (1932) 
moral studies on 4-year-old children. First, Piaget’s moral interview is structured and it is easy to illustrate his 
questions. In addition, his questions are concerned with intentional judgment and it was interesting to explore 





2.1 Participants and instruments 
Participants were 70 children including 33 boys and 37 girls, ranged in age from 48 to 60 months (Mean = 53 
months, SD = 3.8), recruited through random sampling from 8 kindergartens of three different urban areas of 
Ahvaz city, Iran. They were all monolingual Persian speakers and were predominantly in a middle 
socioeconomic status.  
 
2.2 Design and overview 
Participants were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups and were presented with two pairs of 
Piaget’s (Piaget, 1997) moral stories (see the appendix). The experimental group was interviewed with the aid of 
illustrations and the control group was told the stories verbally. In Piaget’s paired stories, two characters are 
described doing the same behavior for different intentions. Both protagonists accidentally damage something but 
the one having the positive intentions does a greater harm. For example, in the story of “Marie & Margaret”, 
Marie wants to make her mother a nice surprise (positive intention) whereas Margaret took her mother's scissors 
to play with when her mother was out (naughty intention). Eventually, both protagonists are committed to 
different amounts of consequences which were cutting a big or small hole in their dresses.  
For each story, one illustration (in a form of a cartoon) was drawn, including the main characters, actions, 
damages, and the essential environment to provide a whole picture of the story but avoid unnecessary details that 
could distracts children. The paintings were drawn and colored on big A3 papers that were divided into two sides, 
in order to help the informant keep the overall details of the stories in one look. 
 
  
2213 E.F. Haghish and Ali Teymoori /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  93 ( 2013 )  2209 – 2218 
2.3 Procedure 
Two interviewers whom were well-trained and experienced in interviewing children carried out the 
interviews. Both interviewers interviewed half of the experimental and control group to cancel out any bias in 
evaluating experimental or control conditions. Each of the informants was individually interviewed by one of the 
interviewer in a separate and quiet room. The interviewer spent some time to build up a rapport with the children. 
In order to grab children’s attention, both experimental and control group were told that the interviewer is going 
to tell a couple of nice stories. The experiment started only when the child was saying she or he is ready for 
listening to the stories. While telling the stories for the experimental group, the interviewer was pointing to the 
character, action, and the consequence (all were illustrated) to connect the illustrations to the story.  
The informants' responses were recorded verbatim. After being told a pair of stories, informants were asked 
about the name and the actions of the protagonists and the consequences. Next, the interviewer asked the 
informant to repeat the story to him. The interviewer also repeated the stories afterwards once more but no more 
explanation was given to the informants. This protocol ensured that one can measure to what extent illustrations 
would facilitate comprehension. Piaget’s classic questions were asked as to “who was naughtier” and “why” 
immediately after restating the story by the informant.  
 
2.4 Data coding and analysis 
Children’s judgments were scored based on their choice of the character and reasons they gave. Whereas it 
was expected from children to choose one of the characters and to reason based on intention or consequence, or 
somehow related issues, a considerable amount of irrelevant responses were obtained from the control group that 
were not related to the questions of the story. These responses including silence, repeating a sentence, or saying 
something unrelated to the question, were classified as "irrelevant response", manifesting poor 
cooperation/comprehension of the young children.  
The major goal of the data analysis was to examine the differences between the group receiving illustrations 
and the group without illustrations in terms of their intentional judgments and irrelevant responses. Using Chi-
square test, the analyses were organized in two stages. The first stage assessed the difference of both groups in 
making intentional judgments and the second analysis compared the accuracy of responses of both groups by 




3.1 Illustrated vs. verbal interview 
Both interviewers remarked that they found carrying out the interview with illustrations is qualitatively easier 
then verbal interview. In general, they pointed out that children of the control group seemed to be more anxious 
about being interviewed by an unknown man whereas children of the control group were so excited about the 
illustrations which helped the interviewer to build up a quick rapport. They also reported that children of the 
control group (verbally interviewed) show considerable signs of stress such as avoiding eye contact, sucking 
fingers, being silent, and avoiding active engagement in the interview. In contrast, the experimental group 
seemed to be happy and satisfied of the interview. Illustrations were successful in attracting children’s attention 
and reducing their stress. Interviewers also remarked that in general, children of the experimental group seemed 
to be more engaged to the interview (see figure 1 and Table 1). 
 




Figure 1, comparing performance of experimental and control group on the tasks. 
 
3.2 Intentional judgments 
Table 1 and figure 1 summarize the frequency of the intentional and consequential judgment and the amount 
of irrelevant responses for both groups. Based on our findings, 49% of the children receiving the illustration 
interview reasoned based on intentions of the protagonists whereas 31% of the children receiving verbal 
interview did so. This difference was found to be significant, χ21= 6.516, p < 0.05.  
 
3.3 Accuracy of responses 
There were no irrelevant responses in the experimental group but more than one third of responses of the 
control group were irrelevant. This difference was found to be significant, χ21= 26.8, P < 0.0001.  
 
Table 1. The frequency of the intentional, consequential, and error responses of experimental and control groups 
 
 Intentional Consequential Irrelevant 
1. Experimental group (with illustration) f=34 . f=36 f= 0 
2. Control group (verbal only) f=22 . f=19 f= 29 
*consequential responses are responses not concerning the intention but the consequence or amount  





We formerly discussed the main challenges of interviewing young children. Because of such difficulties, 
researchers neglected young children’s voice in qualitative studies (Kortesluoma, Hentinen, & Nikkonen, 2003). 
The current article stressed that there has been little attempt for taking advantage of illustrations in interviewing 
young children and proposed that using concrete materials might facilitate interviewing children. This assertion 
relies on the following rationale that objective materials, especially those which children find attractive, grab 
children’s attention, make them engage actively into the conversation, enhance their comprehension, and make 
them feel better about being interviewed. Therefore, illustrations might not only facilitate the cognitive task, but 
also interpersonal interaction, making the session of the interview more desirable. To test this idea we adopted 
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children- in order to examine to what extend illustrations facilitate interviewing very young children on such 
difficult tasks.  
The first finding of the research was that 4-year-old children are able of making intentional judgments. This 
finding itself was not new. Since the 70s, children’s ability of making intention-based reasoning has been stressed 
(!!! INVALID CITATION !!!). But these studies, as we discussed, used different criteria and did not focused on 
the method of interview whereas in the current study we adopted Piaget’s tasks and tried to tackle the difficulties 
of interviewing children.  
Moreover, the findings reveal that the experimental group which was interviewed by illustrated stories showed 
more intentional judgment as compare to the control group which was interviewed without illustrations. 
Accordingly, Chandler et al. (1973) asserted that a verbal interview is not appropriate for evaluating young 
children's moral judgment. Similarly, Peracchio (Peracchio, 1993) suggested using more concrete or visualized 
tools that facilitate the acquisition of information for young children. Digdon et al. (Digdon, Pressley, & Levin, 
1985) found that illustration enhances the comprehension of preschoolers of prose. Our study is in harmony with 
these findings. 
The findings echo that not only the combined mode of presenting the stories yielded more intentional 
judgment, but also it eliminated the irrelevant responses of children. The most important reason for elimination of 
the irrelevant responses could be that those who were interviewed with illustrated stories comprehended and 
memorized the stories accurately and much more than those who were interviewed verbally. This conclusion is in 
agreement with previous literature about older children that illustrations can grasp their attention and enhance 
their memory recall and comprehension. Findings also prove that verbal presentation seems to call for more 
repetition for young children so as to be comprehended whereas presenting information with the aid of 
illustrations boosts young children’s comprehension.  
The results support the claim that illustrated presentation modality significantly enhances young children’s 
intentional judgments, removes the irrelevant responses, and facilitates the interview and recommend using 
illustration for interviewing very young children. 
 
5. Conclusion and further suggestions 
 
The potential of illustrations and concrete materials have been underestimated in interviewing young children. 
Although illustrations are broadly used in teaching children, their application is limited to school and mostly 
middle and older children. Thus, it seems interesting to explore whether illustrations might be a solution to 
challenges of interviewing young children.  
According to Robert Fisher (Fisher, 2005), with the aid of pictures a child might “describe even more than 
three different things that are happening, guess causes and consequences for what is happening in the picture, and 
imagine what might be hidden from view (p. 41)”. Fisher (Fisher, 2005) also recommends using illustrations, not 
necessarily as a projective tool, but as a thinking facilitator for younger children that makes them think and 
reason out through pictures. Such benefits could facilitate children’s judgments by assisting them in guessing the 
causes, consequences, and hidden intention.  Illustration can be considered not only as a booster for memory, but 
also as a sophisticated way of communication that a) attracts children and helps them to concentrate, b) engages 
young children actively into the conversation, c) enhances children’s comprehension and enriches our 
communication with them, d) facilitates predicting and interpreting an act or its outcome, e) helps children to 
explain what is happening, f) helps children to express their own emotions, and g) evokes understanding other’s 
feelings and motives by adding some non-verbal information such as facial emotions and feelings to the verbal 
content (Hansen & Zambo, 2005). Therefore, one can assume that illustrations can facilitate unstructured 
interviews as well as structured ones.  
Our study generally supports interviewing young children with illustrations but it raises many questions. We 
still do not know for sure how illustrations might facilitate comprehension of young children. As we found, 
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illustrations help in the motivation, grabbing attention, and improving the interviewer-child verbal quality, which 
consequently, increases the reliability of the information given by the young child.  
The current study showed that in a structured interview, when children are given information, they will be 
more capable of remembering and dealing with the information. But, we still do not know how illustrations might 
facilitate carrying on a conversation with a child. It is an interesting line of research to explore “when”, “where”, 
and “what type “of illustrations should be used for interviewing young children. In addition, more research needs 
to be done on using illustration in unstructured interviews and examining whether illustration can be helpful. 
Because of our limited knowledge, yet, we are not able to offer a clear method or procedure for using illustrations 
in unstructured interviews but we hope further research will provide ample background for answering these 
questions. Besides, there is a demand for well-controlled studies to investigate the influence of illustration on 
interviewer-child relation, motivation, and cognition separately, without confounding these factors. However, we 
believe that this paper can serve as a motivation for more in-depth research in this field.   
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Appendix 
The First Story 
“A. A little boy who is called John is in his room. He is called to dinner. He goes into the dining room. But behind the door 
there was a chair, and on the chair there was a tray with fifteen cups on it. John couldn't have known that there was all this 
behind the door. He goes in, the door knocks against the tray, bang go the fifteen cups and they all get broken 1 
 
B. Once there was a little boy whose name was Henry.  One day when his mother was out he tried to get some jam out of the 
cupboard.  He climbed up on to a chair and stretched out his arm.  But the jam was too high up and he couldn't reach it and 
have any.  But while he was trying to get it he knocked over a cup.  The cup fell down and broke (Piaget, 1932/1965, p. 118).” 
 
The Second story 
 
“A. There was once a little girl who was called Marie.  She wanted to give her mother a nice surprise, and cut out a piece of 
sewing for her.   But she didn't know how to use the scissors properly and cut a big hole in her dress. 
 
B. A little girl called Margaret went and took her mother's scissors one day that her mother was out.  She played with them for 
a bit. Then as she didn't know how to use them properly she made a little hole in her dress” (Piaget, 1932/1965, p. 118).”  
 
 
